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Welcome to a new edition of the TRENDS Med-MENA Nexus Monthly Report, the analytical platform from
TRENDS Research & Advisory dedicated to unpacking how Italy and Southern Europe are reshaping their
strategic engagement with the Mediterranean, the Gulf, and beyond.

At the time of writing, the evolving confrontation involving Iran, the United States and Israel has introduced
a new layer of volatility across the wider Middle East, with direct implications for both Gulf security and
European strategic interests. While the trajectory of the conflict remains uncertain, its immediate impact has
already been felt across key domains that underpin Europe—Gulf relations: energy flows, maritime routes,
critical infrastructure and forward-deployed military assets.

In this context, the present edition examines how Europe—particularly Italy, France, and other Southern
European actors—is recalibrating its engagement with Gulf partners in response to a rapidly shifting
environment. What emerges is not a reactive or improvised posture, but the acceleration of a longer-term
trend toward deeper strategic convergence, in which economic interdependence is increasingly
complemented by security coordination, defence cooperation and institutional dialogue.

The report is structured around two interlinked dimensions of this shift. The first explores how European
countries are contributing to the defence of Gulf partners and embedding themselves within a more
integrated regional security architecture. The second focuses on the maritime domain, where the protection
of sea lanes connecting the Gulf to European markets is becoming a shared strategic priority.

Chapter 1 — Europe—Gulf Security Cooperation in a Time of Regional Tensions

Europe—Gulf security cooperation is gaining renewed strategic relevance as the evolving security
environment of the wider Middle East reshapes the priorities of both regions. What had increasingly been
framed through economic interdependence and connectivity is now being redefined through operational
realities, as developments in the Gulf directly affect European deployments, infrastructure security and
strategic interests. In this context, the relationship is evolving from a primarily economic partnership into a
more structured form of security interdependence, anchored in stability, resilience and the protection of
shared systems.

The European response to the current crisis has unfolded along two parallel and mutually reinforcing tracks.
On the one hand, European states moved rapidly to strengthen their military posture and contribute to the
defence of Gulf partners under pressure. On the other, diplomatic coordination intensified in parallel,
framing this engagement within a broader effort to stabilise the region and protect shared strategic interests.

The first dimension of this response emerged at the operational level in early March 2026. France was among
the first to act. On 3 March, French Foreign Minister Jean-Noél Barrot confirmed that Rafale fighter jets
stationed at Al Dhafra air base in the United Arab Emirates had been mobilised following drone incidents
affecting military infrastructure.! These assets were deployed not only to secure French facilities, but also to
contribute to the broader protection of Emirati airspace against incoming threats.

This posture reflects a broader and sustained French engagement in the region. As of mid-March, France
maintained approximately 8,000 personnel across the Middle East, including permanent contingents in the
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UAE, Djibouti, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan, supported by around 50 Rafale aircraft and multiple naval assets.?
Despite the scale of this presence and reports of active interception of aerial threats, Paris has consistently
framed its role as defensive, focused on protecting both its forces and regional partners while avoiding direct
participation in offensive operations.

The United Kingdom adopted a similarly integrated approach. On 5 March, Prime Minister Keir Starmer
announced the deployment of additional Typhoon fighter jets to Qatar to reinforce defensive operations
across the region.® These aircraft are part of the UK—Qatar Joint Typhoon 12 Squadron, reflecting a high level
of operational integration between British and Qatari forces.* Their role therefore extends beyond the
protection of UK assets to include the defence of Qatari airspace and the strengthening of joint air
capabilities. The deployment was complemented by anti-drone Wildcat helicopters to Cyprus and additional
naval assets, underscoring the UK’s contribution to a wider defensive architecture supporting both European
interests and the defence of Gulf partners.

Southern European actors have also played a visible role in reinforcing defensive capabilities in the Gulf.
Greece, in particular, has maintained a Patriot air-defence battery in Saudi Arabia since 2021, deployed under
a bilateral agreement to support the protection of critical infrastructure and territorial airspace. This
contribution highlights how Mediterranean European countries are not only politically aligned with Gulf
partners but are also providing tangible military support on the ground.”

Italy has similarly sustained a forward military posture in the region. An Italian Air Task Force is deployed in
Kuwait at Ali Al-Salem Air Base—an installation that has been targeted multiple times during recent attacks—
comprising four Eurofighter Typhoon aircraft.® While primarily tasked with force protection and coalition
support, these assets could also reinforce Kuwaiti airspace defence if required, further underscoring Italy’s
role within the broader European security architecture in the Gulf.

This dual function—force protection and host-nation support—illustrates how European deployments in the
Gulf are increasingly embedded within the defence of partner countries themselves, reflecting a broader
trend whereby European air-defence and aerial assets are integrated into the security architecture of Gulf
states.

This first phase of the European response was therefore characterised by rapid operational adjustments that
moved beyond asset protection toward the direct reinforcement of Gulf partners’ defensive posture. The
protection of bases, airspace and critical infrastructure increasingly took place within a shared operational
environment, where European and Gulf security concerns overlap.

A second phase quickly followed, marked by a shift from immediate force protection to structured support
for Gulf partners. Requests from countries including the UAE, Kuwait and Qatar prompted discussions in
several European capitals on the provision of defensive systems and capabilities. Italy became a central actor
in this phase. In early March, Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni stated that Italy intended, together with France,
the United Kingdom and Germany, to provide air-defence support to Gulf countries targeted by attacks. She
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framed this assistance as strictly defensive, emphasising the need to protect both partner countries and the
significant number of Italian citizens and troops present in the region.’

Discussions in Rome rapidly expanded to include the possible deployment of EUROSAM SAMP/T air-defence
systems, anti-drone technologies and naval assets such as frigates capable of providing radar coverage and
interception capabilities.® These measures were considered in coordination with European partners and in
response to direct requests from Gulf states,’ highlighting how security cooperation is increasingly demand-
driven and operationally focused. Italy’s approach reflects a dual-track logic: while ruling out direct
participation in the conflict, Rome has positioned itself as both a provider of defensive capabilities and a
diplomatic actor supporting de-escalation and coordination with Gulf partners.

Figure 1 — SAMP/T NG Air Defence System: Operational Architecture and Interception Process
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The United Kingdom complemented this shift through an industrial and technological dimension. On 18
March, the UK Ministry of Defence convened representatives from 13 defence companies together with Gulf
ambassadors and defence attachés from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar and the UAE to accelerate the
provision of air-defence, counter-drone and command-and-control systems. The initiative focused on rapidly
aligning industrial output with operational needs, marking a significant evolution in which defence
cooperation extends beyond deployments into capability transfer and industrial mobilisation.®
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In parallel, Italy’s strategic posture remained anchored in diplomatic caution but operational engagement.
On 13 March, Italy’s Supreme Defence Council, chaired by President Sergio Mattarella, ruled out participation
in the conflict while emphasising the importance of protecting national interests, supporting Gulf partners
and coordinating with European allies. The Council highlighted risks to energy security, maritime routes and
regional stability, reinforcing the idea that developments in the Gulf have direct implications for Europe.!!

While these operational and support-oriented measures were unfolding, diplomatic engagement advanced
in parallel, reinforcing and framing European action within a broader political and strategic context. On 5
March, the EU and GCC held an extraordinary ministerial meeting, issuing a joint statement condemning
attacks against Gulf countries and emphasising de-escalation, coordination and the protection of navigation
routes. This political signalling provided a framework within which military support and defence cooperation
could be articulated and coordinated.'?

This diplomatic layer was further reinforced on 18 March, when EU Special Representative for the Gulf Luigi
Di Maio travelled to Riyadh and met Saudi Deputy Foreign Minister Waleed El-Khereiji and GCC Secretary
General Jasem Al-Budaiwi. The visit was explicitly framed as a signal of European solidarity with Gulf partners
under pressure and as an opportunity to deepen coordination.!* Di Maio emphasised that European and Gulf
security are increasingly interconnected across energy, trade, infrastructure and transport systems, and
confirmed that the EU stands ready to expand cooperation, including in defence, intelligence and
technological domains.

At the EU level, this engagement has also translated into a growing willingness to support Gulf partners
through practical means. European officials have highlighted the importance of sharing know-how in areas
such as counter-drone capabilities and integrated air defence, drawing on experience developed in other
theatres. This has contributed to the emergence of a more networked form of cooperation, in which
European institutions act as coordinators alongside national governments.

One of the most notable developments in this regard is the emerging triangular dynamic linking Europe, the
Gulf and Ukraine. On 9 March, EU High Representative Kaja Kallas indicated that the EU was considering
acting as a mediator between Ukraine’s defence industry and Middle Eastern partners, particularly in the
field of interceptor drones.’ Ukrainian capabilities—developed in response to large-scale drone warfare—
are now being positioned as a resource for Gulf defence.

President Volodymyr Zelenskyy confirmed on 17 March that Ukraine could supply large volumes of
interceptor drones —such as the Wild Hornets STING —and that over 200 military specialists had already been
deployed across the UAE, Saudi Arabia and Qatar, with additional teams expected in Kuwait.®
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Table 1 — Selected European military assistance to the Arab Gulf states since 28 February 2026

Supplier Recipient Details
I I France = UAE 7 France has sent six Rafale fighter jets to the UAE, which join other Rafales
mm Qatar already deployed there.
I I Italy n.k. Italy’s parliament has approved a motion authorising the government to
deploy air defences in the Gulf. Sources have said Italy will probably send
SAMP/T batteries.
‘e: South I UAE A UAE Air Force C-17 has been seen loading what appear to be Cheongung-I|
Korea interceptors at a South Korean air hase.
: Ukraine Saudi Ukrainian anti-UAV specialists have been sent to Qatar, Saudi Arabia
gm Arabia;  and the UAE.
— Qatar;
UAE
== United 3l AQatar; The UK has sent four Typhoon fighter jets to Qatar to support defensive
Kingdom = UAE operations, joining another four jets deployed there in January 2026. Operating
’ Bahrain, from Qatar, the four additional aircraft are helping to defend Bahrain and the
n.k. UAE. The UK has deployed counter-UAV specialists to the Middle East after

requests from multiple countries.

Source: 1ISS (https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/online-analysis/2026/03/defending-the-skies-of-the-arab-

gulf-states/)

This evolving ecosystem illustrates a shift toward a more hybrid security architecture, in which operational

support, industrial cooperation and technological exchange are increasingly intertwined. Gulf states—
including Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain—are not merely recipients of support but active
participants in shaping these arrangements, engaging European partners across multiple levels
simultaneously.

Beyond specific deployments and capabilities, the broader strategic implication is a redefinition of security
within the Europe—Gulf relationship. European leaders have increasingly framed Gulf stability in terms of
infrastructure protection, energy continuity and supply-chain resilience. The security of airspace, ports,
logistics corridors and digital systems is now treated as a shared concern, reflecting the deep
interdependence between the two regions.’

Taken together, the developments of March 2026 point to a clear trajectory. Europe—Gulf security
cooperation is evolving into a structured, multi-layered framework in which military support and diplomatic
coordination proceed in parallel. The initial focus on protecting European assets has expanded into a broader
commitment to supporting Gulf partners, while diplomatic engagement has provided the political
architecture necessary to sustain and legitimise this cooperation. In this sense, the Gulf is gradually being
integrated into Europe’s wider security perimeter. This integration is not formalised through treaties or
alliances, but it is increasingly tangible through overlapping layers of military presence, defence support,
industrial cooperation and political coordination. Stability, resilience and connectivity are emerging as the
organising principles of this relationship, linking European and Gulf security in ways that are likely to persist
beyond the current crisis and shape the future architecture of inter-regional cooperation.
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Chapter 2 — Maritime Security Across the Europe—Gulf Corridor

Maritime security has become a defining pillar of Europe—Gulf cooperation as regional tensions and
disruptions to shipping routes highlight the vulnerability of the corridors linking the Gulf, the Red Sea and
European markets. Previously framed through trade and energy, it is increasingly being understood in
operational terms, as both regions recognise their shared exposure to disruptions across a single,
interconnected maritime system.

This convergence is not entirely new. Over time, both the EU and the GCC have developed significant
maritime security profiles across the Red Sea, the Gulf, and Western Indian Ocean, contributing to a dense
and evolving architecture of operations, coordination mechanisms and information-sharing platforms.
Strategic chokepoints such as the Strait of Hormuz, the Bab al-Mandab and the Suez Canal have long been
central to this shared space, given their role in global trade, energy flows and digital connectivity. As a result,
Europe—Gulf maritime cooperation has gradually taken shape as part of a broader regional security
patchwork, rather than as a response to a single contingency.

Within this framework, European maritime engagement has developed through a set of overlapping missions
and initiatives. Operation EUNAVFOR Atalanta, launched in 2008, established a long-term European presence
in the western Indian Ocean, initially focused on counter-piracy but progressively integrated into a wider
maritime security architecture. This was complemented by the launch of the European Maritime Awareness
in the Strait of Hormuz (EMASoH) initiative in 2020, combining surveillance and diplomatic engagement to
support de-escalation and freedom of navigation in the Gulf.*®

Figure 2 — Map of EU active military naval operations / EUNAVFOR
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More recently, Operation ASPIDES, introduced in 2024, has provided a defensive framework for protecting
commercial shipping in the Red Sea and surrounding waters. Together, these instruments have gradually
connected the Gulf, the Red Sea and the eastern Mediterranean into a more coherent operational corridor,
effectively anchoring a permanent—albeit flexible—European maritime security presence across the full
Europe—Gulf connectivity chain.®

Against this background, the current phase of instability has acted as an accelerator rather than a rupture.
Developments affecting maritime traffic—particularly around the Strait of Hormuz—have reinforced
European awareness of vulnerabilities related to energy security, supply chains and economic resilience. At
the same time, the situation has remained fluid and operationally complex, prompting a calibrated response
that combines operational adjustments with strategic caution.

The initial European reaction unfolded at the operational level, focusing on the eastern Mediterranean and
the area around Cyprus. Following attacks affecting military infrastructure on the island, several European
countries moved rapidly to deploy naval and air assets. France, Greece, Spain, Germany, Italy and the
Netherlands coordinated the dispatch of naval units,?® while additional air and missile defence capabilities
were positioned to reinforce the island’s security.?! This response, not limited to the protection of a single
member state, reflected the recognition that the eastern Mediterranean constitutes the western end of the
same strategic corridor linking Gulf exports to European markets. Securing Cyprus and its surrounding waters
therefore became part of a wider effort to stabilise the corridor as a whole.??

As the situation evolved, attention increasingly shifted toward the closure of the Strait of Hormuz and its
implications for global trade and energy flows. The effective disruption of maritime traffic through this
chokepoint triggered a broader strategic debate within Europe on how to ensure freedom of navigation while
avoiding escalation. At the political level, European leaders hardened their language, emphasising the need
to protect maritime routes, safeguard commercial shipping and uphold international law. The European
Council, in its conclusions of 19 March 2026, explicitly highlighted the importance of maritime security and
freedom of navigation, condemned actions threatening shipping and called for reinforcing existing European
naval operations, particularly ASPIDES and ATALANTA.?3

So far, this political convergence has not translated into a fully defined operational shift. Rather than
launching a new mission in the Strait of Hormuz, European discussions have focused on whether and how to
adapt existing instruments.?* The possibility of strengthening ASPIDES—either in terms of assets or
geographical scope—has been actively considered, alongside broader efforts to enhance coordination
between European navies and partners in the region. At the same time, several member states have
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expressed caution about extending mandates or engaging in direct escort operations in Hormuz, reflecting
concerns about escalation and the limits of European consensus.?

In this context, the Red Sea and Bab al-Mandab area have remained the most operationally active theatre
for European engagement. ASPIDES continues to operate in this space, protecting commercial vessels and
contributing to the security of one of the main alternative routes connecting Gulf exports to European
markets. This has ensured that, even in the absence of a direct European presence in Hormuz, the EU remains
actively involved in safeguarding critical segments of the corridor, effectively securing alternative maritime
routes and mitigating the impact of disruptions on Europe—Gulf energy and trade flows.%®

Alongside operational considerations, diplomatic options have also been explored. European actors have
emphasised the need for de-escalation, coordination with Gulf partners and the preservation of open
maritime routes through multilateral frameworks.?” This diplomatic track has aimed to stabilise the corridor
while reinforcing the credibility of Europe’s role as a maritime security provider.

Overall, these dynamics indicate a gradual but significant evolution. Maritime security is no longer a
secondary dimension of Europe—Gulf relations, but an increasingly central one, linking energy, trade,
infrastructure and security within a single strategic framework. The response to the current situation does
not yet amount to a major operational transformation.

However, it does confirm a clear trajectory: Europe is progressively consolidating its role as a maritime
security actor across the Gulf-Red Sea—Mediterranean corridor, combining naval deployments, the
reinforcement of existing missions and sustained diplomatic engagement to safeguard critical supply chains,
while maintaining a careful balance between engagement and restraint.
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